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By Dr. Anthony P. Barber

Remember that cute 1970’s commercial for Life cereal with little Mikey? His-
brothers were resistant to {ry the new cereal which was “supposed to be good for
you.” Being clever, as siblings can be, they passed the bowi to their littie brother,
Mikey. As fate would have it, Mikey tried it, and Mikey liked it! “Nutritious and
delicious.” What a concept!

Now whether or not you can recall this cute, but effective ad, hopefully the con-
cept resonates -- taste tests work! Recently, | attended a colleague’s faculty meet-
ing. He was presenting useful reading strategies to his staff. (Or so that is what
he said.) Once in the meet-
ing, the lights dimmed, the
PowerPoint brightened and
the principal began to talk...
and talk....and talk. Instead
of sharing the reading strate-
gies with his staff (or better
yet, tagging a staff member
to be the expert), he pre-
senled the research. Tons
of it! The entire premise was
a call for “"Every teacher a
reading teacher,” and his
mission was to convince
his staff of this “moral im-
perative.” A valuable tenst,
but the weary looks told
the story -- the staff had
checked out.

Have you ever attended a meeling like this? Or worse, have you ever been the
presenter? | know [ was plenty of times unlif I was infroduced to a simple con-
cept.

When educators can step out of the educational world, we can learn so much.
For example, you have all been to a supermarket and had someone offer you a
stick of cheese, Free samples! Sometimes it tastes good; other times not, but the
risk to reward factor makes it prosperous. "Free” works, especially with a new
product.

Now, picture the cheese lady instead of offering cheese, dispensing volumes of
literature about cheese. Facts about how their product is so much better. Four
out of five doctors recommend it. Blah. Blah. Blah. As the consumer, you are less
likely to stop for literature because the risk to reward is low. “| am not here to
read. | am here to eat!”

How does this short vignette relate to us as educational leaders? When we
start with the research, we sometimes become the cheese lady without cheese.
Have you ever heard a teacher say, “Just tell me what you want me to do?” And
yet, as “instructional teaders,” we tend to view these simple requests as antago-
nistic or detached. We outfox ourselves by demonstrating our expertise through
degrees of documentation. We walipaper our haliways with slogans of “Every
teacher a reading teacher,” only to create the same eye-rolling reaction that you
would give to the cheese lady with her healthy handouts.

Continued on next page
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Culture, by definition, depicts the way we do what
we do in a society (Clabaugh and Rozycki, 1990).
Culture exists on three levels: technical, formal and
informal (Hall,1959). On

rect way. In being correct, all others must be in-

correct. When we allow our teachers the chance to

try and experiment, we allow culture to do what it
does...guide us on ways

the technical level,
people do things be-
cause they work. For
example, when starting a
car, we put the key into
the ignition gauge not for
fun, but because we want
the car to start. Key in;

Bven the greatest vesearch in the
world has to take tnto account context;
meaning just because it “was right”
for one school, does not mean it can
transfer to another seamlessly.

to function within the
given society.
Skillful leaders set
the stage by offering
the professionals a
chance to be just
that -~ professional.
For instance, instead
of my friend’s faculty

engine on. It works!

On the formal level,
people do things because they are right for them. An
example of formal culture is that habitual jaunt to
Starbucks every Friday. We chose this pattern be-
cause it is right for us. Formal culture requires nego-
tiation because it is “tied to feelings and resistant to
change” (Clabaugh and Rozycki, 1990). In other
words, trying to break the pattern of your venti vanilla
cappuccino may not be as easy as you think, espe-
cially if it is made with soy and a smidgen of whipped
cream. Delightfuf!

The informal culture is non-existent to us until the
formal culture is broken by a change. For instance,
imagine the first person to wear his baseball cap to
the side. That is informal culture, representing a
“shock” to the formal system. Informal culture be-
comes formal when people start to acknowledge the
* change. As others start to wear their hats to the side,
the actions becomes normal -- a change in accepted
behavior.

Educational experts sometimes foil
their own expertise by relying too
much on the anticipated argument
(formal) and far too less on the attain-
able action (technical).

Please note, | am not saying that sound research
and data analysis should not precipiiate and continue
to support change. On the contrary, | am saying pre-
cisely that...only do the research first, select a few
workable ideas that you want to have tried and then
let the staff test them in a non-threatening environ-
ment.

Even the greatest research in the world has to take
into account context; meaning just because it “was
right” for one school, does not mean it can transfer to
another seamlessly. Forcing one way for people o “do
something" brings with it the idea that this is the cor-

meeting, imagine if
this correspondence was e-mailed to the staff.

“Good morning everyone. Our data team is
noticing some negative trends in our data
when it comes to making inferences. For our
next department meeting, can we work to-
gether to brainstorm some of the ways that you
handle this in your classroom? if we can all
bring one or two strategies to share, that would
be terrific. And if you do not have one -- no
worries. That's why we are a team. See you all
at 3:00 p.m. I'l bring the pretzels.”

Quite a different approach than starting with the
assumption that no one knows what they are doing.
Now, if you do get to the meeting and see the ideas
are limited, then bring in the cavalry. However, my gut
is that someone will “have it" and be willing to share.
As the discourse commences, the strategies become
a focal point for teamwork and cooperation. Perhaps
you can ask a few people to model it in their class-
rooms. Try it out; see if it works, and report back to
the staff on the next meeting day. Perhaps the ones
that work will be copied and repeated by others. Don't
look now, but every teacher is starting to become a
teacher of reading.

| tend to refer to our teachers as independent con-
tractors. | do not mean {o say these people are not
team-orienied or collaborative. Indeed, there are
fantastic teams that plan together and are consistent
in their approach to curriculum, instruction and as-
sessment. However, our teams are not working with
widgets; different students present different challeng-
es and opportunities. We have to possess the fore-
thought to plan before crisis occurs by allowing our
teachers the chance to test actions prior to believing
lock, stock and barrel. In a sense, you are not putting
the cart in front of the horse, only allowing the con-

Continued on page 23
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sumer a chance to sample what is
in the cart prior to seiting it in
motion.

| do admit this theory works best
when teams are not in crisis. For
those moments, a leader may
have to make a command deci-
sion. In non-crisis situations, we
have the benefit of time, which
allows us to “iry” different aproach-
es. To stay with our analogy, if you
need to pick up napkins for a party
for which you are extremely late,
you may not have time to try the
cheese. The taste test works best
with shoppers (non-specific time
frame) rather than buyers (specific,
targeted time frame).

Research is used to "win” argu-
ments. If someone is starting with
research, perhaps the hidden mes-
sage to the listener is one of anti-
cipated disagreement. It seems so
easy, but then so is handing out

free cheese, and yet, there lies the
brilliance of the innovation.

To transform culture,
change has to be good
for the individual as well

as the organization.

Formal culture is negotiated,
meaning that sustained society
changes occur when the majority
of people deem the action to be
worth sustaining. To do this well,
we as educational leaders, must
be open to disagreement and var-
iation. We must embrace the an-
tithesis of our beliefs so long as
the desired outcomes are reached
for the good of all.

Perhaps Mikey's brothers would
have made exceptional administra-
tors. Perhaps there is a little bit of
Mikey in all of us. By allowing our
teachers to grab their spoons and

dig into different approaches, dif-
ferent ideas, we buiid professional
development that is founded on
choice, motivation and what works!
In your next professional develop-
ment session, try using make and
takes, share-fests and conference-
like set ups, where differentiation
is the norm. Allow the grassroots
(informal culture) to cultivate the
change process by trusting your
staff to use what works for them.
“Nutritious and delicious!” Bon
appetit!

For further information, contact
Anthony.Barber@ssdcougars.org.
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